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This qualitative study explores the social, emotional, physical, and psychological benefits of 
stage combat training. Stage combat creates the illusion of violence for stage and film through 
the use of choreography, safe techniques, and dramatic storytelling. Stage combat utilizes drama 
therapy principles of dramatic reality, dramatic embodiment, and aesthetic distance. A literature 
review found circus training, dance movement therapy, social dance, martial arts, and therapeutic 
theatre to be beneficial for participants socially, physically, emotionally, and psychologically. 
Stage combat has much in common with these domains and it stands to reason that it would also 
be a beneficial practice. This theory was explored using forty-five anonymous surveys and 
interviews with three Society of American Fight Director fight choreographers to capture the 
phenomenology of stage combat training from those in the field. Interviews and surveys were 
coded for emergent themes. Based on the literature and the survey/interview results, a 
therapeutic stage combat model is proposed. This model would use the current SAFD training 
model as a template and would add a trauma informed approach, an emphasis on therapeutic 
relationship and creating a safe enough space, and a focus on the drama therapy processes at 
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Dramatic embodiment is one of the core processes of drama therapy (Jones, 1996) and 
one of its most powerful tools. Dramatic embodiment is 'the physical engagement, action, or 
movement of the body in a dramatic reality; it is the expression and physicalization of emotions, 
thoughts, ideas, reactions, impulses, and inner experiences using dramatic media' (Armstrong et 
al. in press: 26). We engage the body in the play space in a variety of ways. When a client speaks 
from a role, creates a sculpt, or plays a character in a scene they are participating in dramatic 
embodiment. When such an embodiment is witnessed by others through therapeutic 
performance, the benefits are even greater (Emunah & Johnson, 1983). Much has been made of 
the benefits of dramatic embodiment (Jones, 1996), but little to no research has been done on one 
of the most physical forms of embodiment that exists in the realm of theatre: stage combat.  
Stage combat creates the illusion of violence for stage and film through the use of 
choreography, safe techniques, and dramatic storytelling. Staged fights must be believably 
performed in order to impact the audience and serve the play, while simultaneously maintaining 
safety for the actors (Bartlett, 2016). While stage combat varies in style, emotional tone, and the 
weapons used, the principles of safety and storytelling remain constant. Performing a staged 
fight, especially when it involves weapons, requires mastery of technique, strength, stamina, and 
precision. Actors must also bring the emotional aspects of the fight to life, often expressing 
emotions such as anger, fear, vulnerability, and triumph (J. Male, personal communication, 
October 6, 2020). Hours of training and rehearsal are required to bring a fight to performance 
level, where acting and technique combine to create story and illusion (Howell, 2008).  
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I am a drama therapy student who has been performing, choreographing, and teaching 
stage combat for over thirteen years. I am an Advanced Actor Combatant with Society of 
American Fight Directors, have been certified in all the weapons they offer (unarmed, 
broadsword, single sword, small sword, rapier and dagger, sword and shield, quarterstaff, and 
knife) (Society of American Fight Directors, 2014), and have trained in several others. I have 
choreographed fights in varying styles and taught both adolescents and adults.  
My experience training in stage combat changed my life. I gained confidence in myself, 
developed a connection to my body, and enhanced my comfort with emotional expression. Based 
on my experience, I believe that there are many therapeutic benefits to learning stage combat. In 
this paper I will outline how training in and performing stage combat benefits people socially, 
physically, emotionally, and psychologically. First, I will give a brief overview of current stage 
combat organizations, the drama therapy processes at play in stage combat, and the 
principles/techniques used in stage combat. Because of the lack of literature on the psychosocial 
and emotional benefits of stage combat, I will outline the current literature on social dance, 
dance movement therapy, circus, martial arts, and therapeutic performance and apply this data to 
SAFD training. Then I will share reflections from those in the field regarding the 
phenomenology of stage combat training. I will share qualitative data from interviews with three 
Washington DC area fight directors and the survey responses of forty-five actor combatants from 
around the world. Finally, I will propose a template for a therapeutic stage combat model based 
on these findings, outlining duration, appropriate populations, techniques and exercises, rationale 
behind weaponry, scene selection, choreography, and performance considerations.  
 
 





While we began to see actor embodied violence on stage routinely during the Elizabethan 
era (Whitaker, 2015), contemporary stage combat organizations emerged worldwide in the 1960s 
and 1970s (Whitaker, 2015). The Society of American Fight Directors was founded in 1977 with 
a mission to “promote safety and foster excellence in the art of stage combat” (Society of 
American Fight Directors, 2014). Today there are stage combat organizations throughout the 
world, including the British Academy of Stage and Screen Combat, Fight Directors Canada, the 
Nordic Stage Fight Society, Society of Australian Fight Directors. The International Order of the 
Sword and Pen (IOSP) brings together artists from all over the world, many from the above-
mentioned organizations, to share in the art of stage combat.  
While I have trained with the IOSP, I am most familiar with the SAFD and will use their 
training methods and weapon certification process as a template for my model. To be certified, 
actor combatants must complete at least thirty hours of training in the weapon (unarmed, 
broadsword, sword and shield, single sword, small sword, rapier and dagger, quarterstaff, or 
knife) with a certified teacher. They must then perform a test fight within a scene for a SAFD 
Fight Master to demonstrate their ability to safely and convincingly perform a fight with said 
weapon (Society of American Fight Directors, 2014). 
Drama Therapy Principles at Work in Stage Combat  
Stage combat must create the illusion of violence without causing actual harm to the 
actors. Actors and audience enter the play space of dramatic reality to create this illusion. 
Dramatic reality is at the core of drama therapy. It is a co-created space that references reality but 
is limited only by imagination. It is both real and not real (Pendzik, 2006). By combining 
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imagination with embodiment, the dramatic reality offers us the chance to experiment with and 
practice different ways of being (Pendzik, 2006). Dramatic embodiment within the play space 
allows for somatic feedback and role expansion (Wood, 2015). Role Method conceptualizes the 
personality as a collection of roles that emerge in different situations (Landy, 2009). In Role 
Method, health is characterized by the quantity and quality of roles a person has can access. 
Roles that are embodied in the dramatic reality often become more accessible in everyday life, 
leading to role expansion (Landy, 2009). The drama therapy approach of Developmental 
Transformations (DvT), posits that the liminal space has agreed upon rules which allow us to 
play together within it (Butler, 2012; Johnson, 2013). We can apply the DvT principles of the 
play space to a stage combat context. First and foremost, what happens in the play space is 
discrepant and not real. The actors are not actually engaging in an interpersonal conflict but are 
acting as though they are. There are varying degrees of discrepancy that can be explored in play, 
oscillating between the fantastical and the realistic (Johnson, 2013). Secondly, there is mutuality 
between the actor combatants. They are attuned to each other and mutually agree that the safe 
techniques represent violent encounters. They respond to each other as though it was real, 
collaborating to create the illusion for the audience. Finally, there is agreement to do no actual 
harm to each other. If actual harm occurs, either physically or emotionally, participants are 
mentally taken out of the play space and the play stops (Johnson, 2013). In stage fighting, 
physical safety protocols are agreed upon and followed to maintain a safe enough physical 
performance and training space. Although accidents do happen, the utmost efforts are made to 
prevent them. While instructors in stage combat do not use the language of DvT, the principles 
and practices are implied. In my experience, if an actor combatant deviates from these tenants, 
becoming unable to maintain awareness and safety, they would not be allowed to continue 
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training with others. If they are not able to effectively create the illusion by committing to the 
play in their acted responses, the story will suffer.  
Additionally, the drama therapy concept of aesthetic distance is at play when actors fight 
onstage. Aesthetic distance is a blend of thinking and feeling (Landy,2009). It is often the goal of 
drama therapists to bring their clients to a place where they are neither underdistanced and 
overwhelmed by their emotions, nor overdistanced and out of touch with emotion, but instead are 
balancing both, and aesthetically distanced (Landy, 2009). Actors achieve aesthetic distance 
through the process of conceptual blending (McConachie, 2008). In conceptual blending, the 
actor and character combine in such a way to maintain both the imaginary circumstances of the 
character and the practical reality of the actor. The audience also participates in conceptual 
blending (M. Wilson, personal communication, March 7, 2021; McConachie, 2008) The fictional 
realm blends with and overshadows the reality on stage, allowing the audience to “engage in 
collaborative play” (McConachie, 2008, p. 51) with the actors and story. If aesthetic distance is 
broken by the actors, the conceptual blend falls apart for the audience. The use of rehearsal and 
choreography are the main factors in creating aesthetic distance in staged fights. Rehearsal and 
choreography allow actor combatants to emote and respond as the character, while also being 
attuned to their partner and able to adjust in the moment.  
Stage Combat Techniques  
The practices and techniques used to create discrepancy, mutuality, agreement to do no 
harm, and aesthetic distance for effective staged fights are too numerous to describe within this 
paper. Many books and manuals teach stage combat techniques. However, I will briefly outline a 
few of the main concepts so the reader has a reference point for what safe practice entails. 
See Table 1 for an explanation of safety techniques.  




Description of stage combat techniques  
Contact Hits  Techniques that involve bodies touching and exerting force on each other. 
Light touch and targeting areas that can safely receive impact (large 
muscle mass vs. joints) keeps these moves safe (Howell, 2008; Bartlett, 
2016). 
Noncontact Hits The illusion of impact is created through manipulating audience sightlines 
but actors do not touch each other. Actors maintain a distance safe enough 
to commit to the moves without danger of accidental contact.  
Distance The physical space between actors. Actors are always aware of and 
maintaining appropriate distance, adjusting as needed in performance 
Cuing  Cuing allows each actor to know their partner is ready for the next move 
and allows synchronization of timing. Eye contact, touch, vocals, and 
breath are all common forms of cuing. 
Receiver Control When we create the story that one character is physically controlling 
another, the actor playing the receiver is actually in charge of their own 
movement the entire time. Actors are able to “sell” that the aggressor is in 
control through acting, matching effort and intensity, and synchronizing 
movement (Najarian, 2016). 
Targeting  Actual targets are often outside of the actor’s body. The audience may 
perceive a different target than the actor is actually using; i.e., the target is 
over the shoulder vs. the actual face for a punch (Najarian, 2016). 
Extension Used in blade work. The blade becomes an extension of the actor’s arm. 
Rather than sending force through the edge of the sword toward their 
partner’s body, fighters cast their energy through the tip of the sword. This 
allows the actor to better control the blade and stop it with precision 
outside of their partner’s body. 
Choreography The sequence of movements designed by the choreographer. Choreography 
becomes the physical “text” for the actors to follow in each rehearsal and 
performance. Safety practices like maintaining distance are part of the 
choreography. Good choreographers work from the impulses of the actors 
and from the script to create movement that makes both emotional and 
biomechanical sense to an actor (Bartlett, 2016) 
Rehearsal  The repetition of the choreography and the scene within which the fight 
occurs. Rehearsal is essential for integrating the choreography into muscle 
memory. After the fight is well established in muscle memory, acting 
beats, intensity, and speed are layered in to create performance level fights 
(Bartlett, 2016; Najarian, 2016). 
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See Figures 1 and 2 in the Appendix for an example of distance, targeting, and noncontact 
techniques.  
Literature Review 
There is little in the literature regarding the benefits of stage combat socially, 
emotionally, psychologically, or physically. Based on my experience, I wanted to know how 
being part of a group, building physical skills, entering the dramatic reality, and 
performing/being witnessed benefit actor combatants. As most of the writing I could find 
centered on historical use of weapons or how to execute techniques, I turned to literature on the 
benefits of dance, circus arts, martial arts, and therapeutic performance. The social, emotional, 
physical, and psychological impacts of these activities have been well documented. In this 
section I will describe how these aspects overlap with stage combat based on my years of 
performing, teaching, and choreography experience. Later, I will present the results of my 
interview and survey data, which further illustrate the phenomenology of studying stage combat.  
Social Context 
Most SAFD classes involve the whole group learning techniques and choreography 
together and applying the skills within a dyad. Participants may switch partners throughout the 
class, adding to a sense of unity within the entire group. Dance classes are often similar in 
structure to SAFD combat classes. Many social dance classes involve partnering with another 
individual in the context of a larger group setting, while learning particular steps and 
choreography. Lakes et al. (2016) surveyed two hundred twenty-five participants in social dance 
groups on the frequency, duration, and perceived impact of their dancing habits. The majority of 
participants reported increased social, cognitive, and emotional benefits from social dancing. 
Specifically, they found increased comfort with eye contact, comfort with physical contact, and 
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increased interpersonal skills. Interestingly, Lakes et al. (2016) found that rates of self-
confidence and positive mood were not related to length of time dancing. It appears that the 
benefits of social dancing are felt relatively quickly, even for those who have been practicing less 
than a year. As this structure is virtually identical to SAFD courses, there is likely to be 
significant overlap in benefits for those participating in both social dance and stage combat. 
Given these similarities, it is likely that the benefits of combat classes could also be felt within a 
matter of weeks or months.  
Filho and Rettig (2018) revealed the importance of trust within partnerships, especially 
when performing high-risk activities. They examined the team coordination of eight elite circus 
acrobats at a prestigious circus school in Canada. Data was collected via two focus group 
interviews, one coach interview, and six field observations. Their thematic analysis found that 
team coordination is a complex process involving “shared mental models, complementary mental 
models, verbal communication, and nonverbal communication” (p. 506). Verbal communication 
was primarily used in practice sessions, while nonverbal communication was used during 
performance. Long time acrobatic partners described being able to adjust to each other and feel 
their connection and signals for when each person was ready for a specific move. Timing, an 
essential part of keeping the acrobats safe, “seems to be a tacit corporeal exchange established 
between the acrobats during live performances” (p. 511). Filho and Rettig (2018) also found that 
a sense of self-efficacy, belief in the efficacy of others, and collective efficacy, or belief in the 
capacity of the group, contributed to team coordination. Team coordination and collective 
efficacy appeared to have a reciprocal relationship. Trust influenced the dyad’s coordination and 
vice versa.  
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Stage combat is also a high-risk, partnered activity, where trust and communication skills 
are essential. Each partner must execute their part of the choreography, requiring both self-
efficacy and a sense of trust in the other person. As in acrobatics and dance, timing and 
communication, both verbal and nonverbal, are essential for safety and aesthetics. In rehearsal, 
verbal communication and the presence of a teacher or choreographer help to establish shared 
models of the fight’s execution, but in performance, nonverbal or coded verbal communication 
must be used. Over time partners learn to feel and trust each other, adjusting as needed to ensure 
strong performances.  
Connection to the Body   
Stage combat is a highly physical activity and demands strength, stamina, precision, and 
agility. Actor combatants communicate with and control their bodies (and weapons which 
become extensions of their bodies) in order keep each other safe and tell a coherent story 
(Howell, 2008) Building the physical skills needed to perform a fight takes time and hours of 
training and rehearsal. The benefit of building physical skill has been shown across disciplines. 
Watt (2019) explored circus skills in her research on the impact of aerial apparatus training in a 
social circus context. She found that women who participated in an aerial circus training program 
that concluded in a performance experienced psychological benefits relating to their mind-body 
connections. Many of the women reported increased mind-body cohesion, increased trust in their 
bodies, expanded self-efficacy, and the development of physical strength. A sense of 
empowerment and confidence arose for many as a direct result of their newfound physical skills.  
Suskin and Al-Yagon (2020) examined the impact of dance movement therapy on 
Orthodox Jewish women, members of a group which culturally deemphasizes connecting with 
the body. Self-report inventories taken before and after the twelve-week class indicated that the 
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women felt increases in positive body image, attention to and care of the body, comfortability 
with touch, and psychological wellbeing, with lower levels of conscientiousness (perhaps an 
indication of decreased concern with the judgments of others). The cultural sensitivity with 
which this study was done speaks to the need to create therapeutic spaces which meet the needs 
of the clients being served. A multicultural and trauma informed perspective is especially 
important when teaching stage combat.  
In addition to circus and dance, martial arts have been shown to be highly beneficial for a 
variety of populations. Multiple studies point to the physical experience of practicing martial arts 
as beneficial, especially when paired with partnering and peaceful philosophies. Lukoff and 
Strozzi-Heckler (2017) advocate for Aikido as a therapeutic approach for veterans with PTSD. 
They note the somatic practice combines with social attunement and mindfulness. Many Aikido 
techniques require body to body and skin to skin contact, creating many opportunities for social 
touch. Social touch bridges the physical and social aspects of Aikido. Touch has been shown to 
have numerous physiological and emotional benefits (Derlega, Catanzaro, & Lewis, 2001) while 
lack of touch has been linked to depression and aggression (Field, 2014). The intimacy of touch 
between Aikido practitioners, when coupled with the philosophy of harmony between self and 
others, often created a sensation of ki, or an “embodied understanding of harmony, energy, and 
spirituality” (Rothman, 2000, as cited in Lukoff & Strozzi-Heckler, 2017, p. 85). Compassion for 
others, especially training partners, is a core tenant of Aikido and even extends towards would be 
aggressors. Inherent in the philosophy of Aikido is the concept of neutralization and redirection 
of energy rather than using oppositional force (Lukoff & Strozzi-Heckler, 2017). Psychologist 
Tobias Weiss (2008) found that Aikido offered an embodied way to illustrate and reinforce 
concepts of conflict resolution for veterans. Aikido’s goal of creating harmony with partners, 
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even when executing martial techniques, mirrors the goal for actor combatants. Whitaker (2018) 
observes, “there are no opponents in stage combat, only collaborators who work in tandem to 
create the illusion” (p. 2). Many unarmed stage combat techniques require close body to body 
contact for safety reasons. Aikido is considered a mindfulness practice, but it also offers social 
connection and intense physical training, which make it particularly effective for working with 
veterans. As stage combat resembles Aikido in many ways, it may also be an effective 
therapeutic tool for veterans.  
Other martial arts besides Aikido offer similar benefits. Tadesse (2017) characterizes 
martial arts as either Bujutsu, emphasizing combat (Jujutsu, Ninjutsu), or Budo, which focuses 
on the development of self (Aikido, Tae Kwon Do, Judo). Additionally, he breaks styles down 
into modern/sport versus traditional and hard/external versus soft/internal. Modern/sport martial 
arts emphasize the physical dimensions of competition and combat while traditional ones focus 
on energy and internal resources. Hard/external practices focus on strength, striking, and 
opposing force techniques while soft/internal ones use redirection of force (Tadesse, 2017). In a 
2016 study, Tadesse found that youth practicing Tae Kwon Do experience psychosocial benefits 
(Tadesse, 2017). Tae Kwon Do has also been shown to improve regulation, prosocial behavior, 
and classroom behavior in children (Lakes and Hoyt, 2004). Weisz, Sandler, Durlak, and Anton 
(2005) note that involvement in a safe and socially appropriate physical activity such as martial 
arts allow energy to be expended and assists in reducing aggressive behaviors in adolescents. 
Twemlow and Sacco (1998) suggest that participation in martial arts allows adolescents to 
express themselves kinesthetically rather than verbally, which may be helpful for youth who may 
struggle to articulate their thoughts and emotions. Guthrie (1995) found that martial arts training 
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helped improve self-image and decreased the sense of a victim identity in women who had 
experienced trauma.  
While Twemlow and Sacco (1998) note the positive impact of martial arts training on 
violent adolescents’ behavior, they also acknowledge that it is not enough. They advocate for 
instructors who are also clinically trained mental health providers and stress the importance of 
the therapeutic relationship between adolescent and instructor. Physical exertion, an ethical 
philosophy, and being part of a group were other key therapeutic factors they note. Twemlow 
and Sacco’s (1998) use of the instructor/therapist informs my therapeutic stage combat model 
described later in this paper.  
Dramatic Reality and Witnessing  
Stage combat differs from martial arts, dance, and even circus practices in that it occurs 
in the liminal space of dramatic reality. This is its most unique, defining, and I would argue, 
most important, feature. Actor combatants engage in the simulation of violence as characters, not 
as themselves. Yet at the same time, the actor’s arms are lifting and swinging a sword, their 
hands are making contact with their partner’s body. It is both real and not real (Pendzik, 2006).  
In therapeutic performance, participants enter the dramatic reality as well. Therapeutic 
performance is a drama therapy approach which uses performance as a vehicle for developing 
life skills, building theatrical skills, and exploring therapeutic material (Bailey, 2009). 
Therapeutic theatre has been shown to promote positive effects in a variety of populations, 
especially marginalized ones (Emunah & Johnson, 1983). Taking on a character gives an actor 
the chance to experience that character’s emotions, relationships, thoughts, actions, and 
motivations. This can “enrich the actor’s understanding of his/her own emotions and motivations 
as well as understanding those of other people” (Bailey, 2009, p. 374). By being part of a 
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community that is working towards a collective goal, participants in therapeutic theatre are able 
to experience different roles, both on and offstage. The performance adds stakes to mastering the 
theatre skills learned and provides a sense of accomplishment upon completion. Audience 
viewing of the play provides an opportunity for participants to be witnessed and celebrated for 
their accomplishment, possibly allowing them to be viewed in a more positive way by the larger 
community (Moller, 2013, Emunah & Johnson, 1983). As Emunah and Johnson (1983) point out 
actors are able to “present themselves in a new way” to an audience (p. 236).  
Moller (2013) conducted an eight-week theatre workshop with ten female prisoners at 
Bayview Correctional Facility, which culminated in a performance of the play For Colored Girls 
Who Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow is Enuf by Ntozake Shange (1975). She 
observed increases in the women’s sense of community and the taking on of prosocial roles 
throughout the rehearsal process. After the performance, the women described being respected 
by both other prisoners and prison staff as a result of their involvement in the play. Many of the 
women gained new mindsets about teamwork, perseverance, optimism, resilience, and self-
confidence.  
Ali et al. (2019) highlight similar positive outcomes for veterans using the DE-CRUIT 
model, a trauma informed treatment model which uses Shakespeare to help veterans reassimilate 
to civilian life. Participants are exposed to Shakespeare’s heightened language through 
monologues spoken by characters related to the military. The veterans write their own 
monologues about their trauma experiences, which are performed by other group members in 
order to create distance from their personal material. Participants are also assigned a Shakespeare 
monologue which relates to their own trauma content. These monologues are performed by the 
group for a selected audience at the end of the program, allowing participants’ stories to be 
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witnessed. Shakespeare’s figurative language and the dramatic reality offer DE-CRUIT 
participants a distanced vehicle for processing trauma. Sharing their personal stories, often for 
the first time, allows both the veteran and their loved ones to see them in a new light and better 
understand their experiences. Being witnessed may allow people to feel acknowledged, seen, and 
supported (Jones, 1996). The researchers point to increases in participants’ sense of self-efficacy 
and improved neurocognitive functioning as a result of the seven-week DE-CRUIT program (Ali 
et al., 2019).  
While performance of any kind involves embodiment, when physical skill is involved 
role expansion can be deepened. In Watt’s (2019) study on aerial apparatus training, many of the 
psychological benefits the women experienced were as a direct result of their connection to their 
bodies and the roles they felt they could claim as a result of their newfound physical skills. The 
women reported feeling empowerment, increased self-confidence, and a tendency towards self-
validation, largely due to adding roles like “strong person,” “athlete,” and “aerialist” to their self-
image. Many of these effects extended into other areas of their lives. Escapism, play, a sense of 
community and belonging, and the challenging of gender roles were also discussed as being 
beneficial. As Watt’s project concluded in a performance, participant’s skills and roles were 
witnessed by an audience. Watt’s project also incorporated digital media training that allowed 
the women to document their experiences. The digital footage allowed the participants to witness 
themselves from an outside perspective, also allowing themselves to further integrate the roles.  
Performing a staged fight, especially when it involves weapons, requires mastering 
technique, strength, stamina, and precision. Characters in fights are often warriors, soldiers, 
highly skilled, capable, courageous. Entering the dramatic reality and playing such a character in 
a fight, especially if one does not normally experience themselves as strong or capable, provides 
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the opportunity for role expansion (Bailey, 2009; Emunah & Johnson, 1983; Landy, 2009). 
Partnering, attending to safety, remembering choreography, and dedicating the time to rehearsal 
can expand real life roles for actor combatants as well (Bailey, 2009, Moller, 2013).  
The literature on dance, circus, martial arts, and therapeutic performance shows the 
benefits of social connections, physical engagement, and dramatic reality. Stage combat 
combines these elements. It is my belief that those who participate in stage combat benefit from 
it because of this unique combination. I will now examine the data describing the 
phenomenology of training in stage combat and highlight the ways in which stage combat could 
be used therapeutically.  
Method 
To capture the phenomenology of practicing stage combat I conducted three interviews 
with Matt Wilson, Robb Hunter, and Jenny Male, fight choreographers in the Washington, DC 
area. I have personally trained with all three of these instructors. In addition to considering them 
all friends and mentors, I believe that they follow best practices and create positive learning 
environments with an emphasis on the physical, emotional, and psychological wellbeing of their 
students. As I am interested in creating a safe enough therapeutic space for practicing stage 
combat, I wanted to hear about their approaches and pedagogy in teaching. All interviews were 
conducted over Zoom or by phone and were transcribed from notes.  
Additionally, I created a survey to capture the phenomenology of training in stage combat 
from the perspective of actor combatants. The survey was distributed to the classes of the above-
mentioned teachers and on the public group Facebook pages of the Society of American Fight 
Directors and the International Order of the Sword and Pen. Survey questions were qualitative in 
nature. See Table 3 in Appendix for the list of questions used. No identifying information was 
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used. Participant responses were numbered based on the order in which they came in by Google 
Forms.  
 One survey respondent indicated that they were an actor combatant, a trauma survivor 
with PTSD, and currently conducting research on biomechanics and PTSD (R. Stark, personal 
communication, March 19, 2021). I interviewed her about her experiences as an actor combatant 
with trauma to better understand how to support trauma survivors within a therapeutic stage 
combat model. Interviews and survey responses were compiled and initially coded using 
emergent common themes. Initial themes of social impact, physical impact, dramatic reality 
impact, and witnessing impact were predetermined. As additional reoccurring themes were 
identified they were added to the list of codes. 
Results 
The verbal interview responses of three fight directors and one survey respondent and the 
written survey responses of forty-five actor combatants were thematically coded. Survey 
participants had been practicing stage combat for an average of 14 years. All had experience with 
a wide variety of weapons, including the SAFD eight (unarmed, broadsword, single sword, 
rapier and dagger, small sword, quarterstaff, sword and shield, knife). Twenty-four respondents 
had experience in all three categories of performer, choreographer, and teacher. Respondents 
were affiliated with organizations from around the world. Over half were affiliated with the 
SAFD, while others had ties to the International Order of the Sword and Pen, Fight Directors 
Canada, British Academy of Stage and Screen Combat, Nordic Stage Fight Society, and 
Australian Stage Combat Association.  
As I coded the interviews and survey responses, I realized that the data could be 
separated into two main categories: (a) Drama Therapy Overlap, descriptions of how stage 
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combat inherently overlaps with drama therapy (b) Therapeutic Emphasis, descriptions of ways 
to make stage combat training more therapeutic. Within these broad categories sub themes 
emerged. Within the Drama Therapy Overlap category, the emergent themes of social impact, 
physical impacts, life drama connection, and dramatic reality were highly intertwined. Sub 
themes of the play space as container and role expansion were significant in several categories, 
but are discussed mainly within the dramatic reality theme. Interestingly, witnessing was not 
mentioned as a benefit of practicing stage combat. I realized I had not specifically asked about 
performance or witnessing in my survey. I had expected that question six, which asked about the 
impact of acting a fight, might yield responses about the importance of performance, but it did 
not. Perhaps since all of the respondents are theatre artists, performance is a given and therefor 
witnessing is not a separate concept for them. See Table 3 in Appendix for survey questions.  
In the Therapeutic Emphasis category, themes of the therapeutic relationship, client 
centered approaches, group therapy processes, social justice, the cost of violence, and trauma 
informed practices emerged. Participants did not use this terminology in describing their training 
environments. They did however point to the benefits of having an attuned, caring instructor who 
created a collaborative environment emphasizing physical and emotional safety. In this case, I 
argue that the caring instructor may be seen as a parallel for the therapist who uses a client 
centered approach and creates a safe enough therapeutic space.  
In contrast, several participants noted how damaging a lack of caring instructors and 
emotional safety were. A lack of diversity in current training practices was also identified. 
Historically, stage combat has been a largely white and male realm. These themes were 
identified as Areas of Need to be addressed in creating a therapeutic stage combat model. Based 
STAGE COMBAT AS A TOOL IN DRAMA THERAPY                                     
 
20
on this feedback, it becomes clear that intentionally emphasizing what essentially amounts to a 
positive therapeutic relationship/space would be a helpful addition to stage combat training.  
See Table 2 for a description of the emergent themes. 
Table 2 
Emergent themes in data  
 
 
Drama Therapy Overlap 




Areas of focus to enhance the 
therapeutic aspects of a stage combat 
training model 
Social Impacts  
Physical Impacts  
Dramatic Reality  
- Play Space as Container 
- Role Expansion 
Therapeutic Relationship 
Client Centered Approaches 
Group Therapy Processes 
Trauma Informed Practices 
Awareness of the Cost of Violence 
Inclusion/Social Justice 
Areas of Need 
Lack of Emotional Safety; Lack of Diversity (primarily white, male, Western spaces) 
 
Drama Therapy Overlap 
Social Impacts  
The phrase ‘fight family’ is often used in stage combat circles to describe the community. 
Many participants used the words family, friends, and team when discussing the social aspects of 
stage combat. They point to the stage combat community as being very welcoming, and a place 
where trust is built very quickly due the inherent risks in the practice. As one participant noted, 
Many great friendships have spawned much more quickly than ‘normal’ inside the 
community…We have to trust our partner not to injure us right away, even if we have 
never met them before. That causes a degree of vulnerability and shared trust that is not 
commonly found elsewhere (Participant 40).  
Hunter (personal communication, March 5, 2021) expanded on this concept: 
STAGE COMBAT AS A TOOL IN DRAMA THERAPY                                     
 
21
When you pick up a sword, you start throwing punches, you have to be hyper aware 
because the consequences of failure are so much greater... There’s that added danger of 
‘Oh, I might kill this person accidentally with this metal sword that I’m using, so I better 
really pay attention to them. And if things aren’t going right, I need to really share how I’m 
experiencing this with them’. 
For Wilson (personal communication, March 7, 2021), the embodied aspect of working with 
another person increases intimacy, especially when touch is involved:  
This is me, this is all of me and all of you in contact…Here you get to bring more of 
yourself to connection than just your brain, your words…And I think when it works, 
when you establish trust and understanding and relationship you feel more connected 
than in other kinds of rehearsal. You feel like, we’ve really, literally touched each other. 
Because stage combat involves risk, fight partners must highly attune to each other to 
stay safe. This is done through multiple means of communication, both verbal and nonverbal. 
Awareness of body language and nonverbal communication were mentioned often by 
participants as a benefit of training. Many noticed becoming better listeners while also learning 
how to communicate their needs within the fight scene. They appreciated that by taking care of 
each other, partners were able to tell a compelling story together. These aspects of 
communication have affected participants offstage as well: 
• “I have found some of my closest friends through stage combat. The amount of trust, eye 
contact, and communication that comes from partnering truly sets a basis for friendship. It 
makes it easier to communicate in other aspects of life as well” (Participant 14). 
• “I’ve learned to strike a balance between listening and asserting myself” (Participant 20).  
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Words like care, awareness, patience, collaboration, conscientious, forgiveness, flexibility, 
compassion, and humility were used throughout the survey responses. Several participants noted 
that they had a greater sense of empathy after working with partners.  
• “Stage combat has made a me a more sympathetic, patient, and a better person overall” 
(Participant 22).  
• “At the beginning of my practice, I always assumed I was the superior fighter and would 
get frustrated with my partner. Over my practice, though, I’ve discovered that I learn just 
as much from my partner as they do from me” (Participant 41). 
Physical Impacts  
The embodied aspects of stage combat training helped participants connect with their 
own bodies. Many spoke about understanding how their body moves, having a greater awareness 
of their bodies, feeling a sense of physical control, and having a sense of being tuned in and 
connected to their bodies:  
• “It helped me connect more to my body. I felt more in touch with myself” (Participant 4).  
• “I was never a physical person and struggled with the movement side of acting. Through 
stage combat, I found my connection to my body” (Participant 41).  
Specific benefits of increased hand eye coordination, general coordination, and balance were 
often mentioned. Increased flexibility, stamina, strength, and mobility are also result from 
training in stage combat. Several participants found themselves expanding their engagement with 
exercise and fitness in general as a result of training.  
For many, working with others in a collaborative embodied way expanded their 
understanding of themselves as physical beings. Roles were expanded as they conceptualized 
themselves as physically competent people. Wilson (personal communication, March 7, 2021) 
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reflected on the moment in a combat class where he realized that he was a capable actor 
combatant:  
I grew up with a real negative relationship to my body and to physical things, movement 
things. And that moment was the beginning of me going, ‘The problem is not my body. 
It’s not that I’m incapable of doing physical things. The problem is this toxicity of 
competition.’ And until that moment it just never dawned on me that I had a body that 
was capable of doing anything other than being a total embarrassment at kickball. Yeah, 
so the realization that we can have collaborative work, not competitive work was totally 
mind blowing to me and changed everything about my life. 
The collaborative nature of stage combat removes the competition inherent in many physical 
activities, including sports and martial arts. Hunter (personal communication, March 5, 2021) 
describes the difference between sparring with an opponent in Brazilian Jiu Jitsu and enacting a 
staged fight: 
In theatre you’re always really trying to sell this chaotic scene of violence for fights. But 
you’re always trying to really work with their timing and with their rhythm... In martial 
arts that I do, you’re trying to beat their timing, overcome it, and break up the rhythm. 
You’re trying to do the exact opposite things. 
The lack of competition allows actor combatants to succeed together. Self-efficacy can be built 
without having to be the strongest or fastest person in the room. Even when an actor combatant’s 
character loses the staged fight, they are succeeding if they connect with their partners and tell 
the story in a compelling way. The increase in physical self-efficacy was transformative for 
many actor combatants:  
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• “I’ve gained confidence both physically and mentally. I trust myself more and know I can 
handle myself in multiple different situations. This makes me less scared of everyday life 
and more willing to try new experiences” (Participant 15).  
• “It has calmed me down and given me a focus on something I can do, and what I love to 
do. Changed my life. Turned me from an awkward, no good at physical stuff into a 
reasonable mover” (Participant 29).  
• “Kept me active. Gave me confidence. Helped me learn to navigate risk” (Participant 36).  
In some cases, partnering is the piece which helps to ground actor combatants physically. 
They must learn to control their bodies in order to safely and aesthetically work with a partner, 
especially when weapons are involved. Hunter (personal communication, March 5, 2021) 
reflected on the transformation partnering had on one student’s physicality:  
There was this one person who… I don’t think I’ve ever seen a person so loosely put 
together…Just flailing around and unaware. Giving them a sword seemed to make a big 
difference. And I do think it was because they now had to be careful not just for 
themselves but for the other person. They had to make their body be specific and be very 
precise. 
Engagement in solo or competitive physical activity may not have had the same effect on 
participants who did not previously have “mover” in their role repertoire. The collaborative 
nature of stage combat provides the stakes and motivation to attune to one’s own body and build 
the physical control needed to perform.  
Dramatic Reality Impacts  
As noted previously, stage combat differs from martial arts, sports, social dance, and 
circus- all physical activities which may involve social elements- in that participants enter the 
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dramatic reality. The play space allows actor combatants to practice behaviors and have 
experiences they may never have in real life. Wilson discussed how playing particular characters 
may bleed over into everyday life for actors:  
If we get to go one a journey where you feel cool, you’ll probably spend more time 
feeling cool. If you get to go one a journey that’s fun and wacky, you probably spend 
more time outside of rehearsal and performance in a fun and wacky register.  
This bleed allowed actors to experience empathy for characters who may be different from them 
and for people who experience violence in everyday life.  
 Many participants used the word catharsis to describe the experience of acting a fight. In 
Greek, kathairein means “to cleanse or purge” (Litcharts, 2021). Emotions are released rather than 
repressed. Greek theatre artists believed that both actors and the audience could experience 
catharsis through art, either by acting in or watching dramatic action (Litcharts, 2021): 
• “I find the scenes incredibly cathartic. I have always struggled with releasing emotions in 
a safe way. Having an emotional scene added to a fight scene that requires full physical 
control was a revelation in terms of safe emotional acting” (Participant 14).  
• “I find there to be a catharsis in performing staged violence. I believe that audiences 
watch stories with violence to safely explore the emotions and physical sensations of 
such primal action from a safe distance, and I think performing staged violence offers me 
the same window into a part of myself” (Participant 40).  
Fights in plays often occur at the climax of the story when the stakes and tension are the highest. 
Thus, the emotions characters experience leading up to, in the midst of, and after a fight are 
intense. Participants noted that accessing these emotions within the play space allowed them to 
more easily express emotions in everyday life:  
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It’s certainly been a process of self-discovery. I am not an aggressive or assertive person, 
so learning how to act a fight has given me more of an ability to stand up for myself and 
take charge in nontheatrical situations. Playing fear and pain has been a different sort of 
experience. It’s given me the permission to allow myself to feel those things in normal 
life and know how to better manage them when they occur suddenly (Participant 11).  
Because of the agreement to do no harm in the play space, these intense emotions must be 
simultaneously expressed and contained. Safety protocols allow actor combatants to move within 
the confines of safe technique to both physically and emotionally express aggression, fear, 
vulnerability, malice, victory, etc. The play space and structures like choreography and story 
provide a container for actor combatants to safely express intense emotions: 
• “There’s been an outlet for anger and stress that we all feel. But I had to learn to control it 
so I didn’t hurt anyone of go too far, which was excellent training for life” (Participant 
15).  
 Participants described feeling empowered and confident as a result of their physical skills 
in stage combat. Embodying within the dramatic reality allowed participants to build physical 
self-efficacy, which in turn strengthened the positive, confident parts of themselves:  
• “Helped me learn to trust myself. Empowering” (Participant 36).  
• “It also can be a huge ego boost through being able to accomplish/execute a difficult skill 
or desired response out of an audience” (Participant 1).  
Wilson (personal communication, March 7, 2021), who uses weight sharing exercises in much of 
his teaching, described how learning certain physical techniques can open actors up to a new way 
of seeing themselves: 
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Almost everybody either believes that they don’t have when it takes to pick someone else 
up or that they’re not the kind of person that someone else can pick up… I’m too much of 
a person for other people to handle…You know, but if you do this technique right it’s not 
that thing at all. And then they can go, “oh wow, I live in a world where other people can 
pick me up and vice versa”. There are always people in the room, they go, ‘I’m small, 
I’m weak, not physical’. And then when they get to lift somebody who is bigger than 
them, that’s like this extraordinary paradigm shift… Its huge.  
Areas of Need  
While most of the feedback about stage combat training was positive, there were several 
areas of need that were pointed out. These were namely a lack of emotional safety in training 
spaces, a lack of inclusivity and diversity, and the desire to consider the costs of violence when 
creating stage combat. Stage combat as a practice and industry evolved out of a desire to codify 
safe physical fight techniques in order to protect actors (Bartlett, 2016). While physical safety 
has always been a high priority, emotional safety has not always been. Many participants pointed 
to a lack of emphasis on emotional safety by instructors. Participants noted however that the 
industry is shifting, largely due to the rise in intimacy direction. Developed by those with a 
background in stage combat, intimacy direction grew out of the need for a system to address the 
emotional and physical delicacy of intimate and sexual scenes on stage and in film (Intimacy 
Directors and Coordinators, n.d.). I will talk more about incorporating principles and practices of 
intimacy direction in the therapeutic section of this paper. Participants appear to welcome this 
shift towards emotional safety within the stage combat community: 
In my experience, stage combat has largely been a white, cis male domain. Several 
participants pointed out how homogenous training spaces usually are in terms of gender, race, 
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body type, and focus on Western culture. Financial constraints may make it difficult for actors to 
participate in combat training. Workshops and classes are expensive and time consuming 
(Society of American Fight Directors, 2014). Additionally, stage combat is often taught at the 
college or graduate level. A general lack of diversity in plays and casting may also prevent 
people from participating. Fights are often found in classical works such as Shakespeare. If 
actors of color, women, non-binary actors, trans actors, or larger bodied actors are not cast in 
Shakespeare plays, they may have fewer opportunities to build their skills. Additionally, actors 
of color may not be as interested in focusing primarily on Western weapons and fighting styles. 
Wilson (personal communication, March 7, 2021) also wondered if “playing” with violence was 
as appealing to populations who may have a higher rate of personal experiences with violence. 
Conversations about the impact of violence in our lives and the decisions we make about how to 
depict violence onstage are also often lacking in the fight community. The lack of emotional 
safety and diversity needs to be addressed within the stage combat community. These areas of 
need certainly need to be addressed if a stage combat practices is to be therapeutically focused.  
Therapeutic Emphasis 
In this section I will discuss the therapeutic elements, such as the importance of a caring, 
attuned instructor, that were pointed out by participants. Many of their comments about what 
made a positive training environment are reflective of what makes a positive therapeutic 
environment: unconditional positive regard, a client driven approach (Yalom, 2002) a supportive 
group environment, and group and drama therapy structures which create a safe enough 
container (Emunah, 1996). There is considerable overlap in the qualities of a positive 
student/teacher relationship and a positive client/therapist relationship (Twemlow & Sacco, 
1998).  Having an attuned caring instructor was critical for many actor combatants. Instructors 
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who catered to students as individuals with unique needs and strengths created positive learning 
environments:  
• “My best instructors have listened, given positive reinforcement, pushed me while 
catering instruction/choreography to my needs- they worked to create safe environments” 
(Participant 1).  
• “When the instructors treat me as if I can understand and do anything, then I actually 
believe I can. I appreciate even more the time that instructors have spent to help me 
understand the techniques that we were practicing” (Participant 15).  
Creating structures and rituals within the training space also allowed actor combatants to feel that 
they were in a safe enough space. Scaffolding, or breaking movements and phrases down into 
smaller chunks, was highly valued. Emphasizing the physical safety protocols of starting slowly, 
targeting, distance, eye contact, and rehearsal also allows participants to feel cared for in the 
space. Creating rituals around consent and emotional check-ins were mentioned often.  
• “Safe words, having rituals at the beginning and end of classes, asking for consent… 
Working targets every day, setting intensity scales, and establishing strict holds…These 
things have made my training feel structured, secure, and safe, and therefore have been 
perfect environments for growth and structured risks” (Participant 11).  
• “Clear safety policies, protocols, and practices, communicated explicitly in advanced, 
demonstrated, and continually reinforced through coaching. Performers are empowered to 
advocate for their safety and needs. Concerns, questions, and requests are listened to and 
respected” (Participant 31).  
Maintaining the boundaries of the play space was also helpful for participants. De-roling 
was often pointed to as an important practice that instructors facilitated. Adding in acting beats 
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after choreography was established and rehearsed also helps actor combatants maintain aesthetic 
distance during fight performances.  
Male (personal communication, October 6, 2020) spoke at length about creating group 
cohesion and an environment that feels welcoming and affirming. She incorporates rituals of 
opening check-ins, a warm-up, a cool-down, reflection, and a closing “breath of joy” in all of her 
classes. She also incorporates games to establish group rapport and uses humor often. She 
scaffolds teaching and develops choreography to give actors “something that gives them joy to 
perform”. After becoming an intimacy director, Male has begun to build in intimacy direction 
principles at the beginning of her stage combat classes as well. Physical boundaries and consent 
culture are established from the beginning. Consent principles of FRIES (consent is Freely given, 
Reversible, Informed, Enthusiastic, Specific) (J. Male, personal communication, Oct 6, 2020) 
and the five pillars of intimacy direction (consent, communication, context, choreography, 
closure) are discussed and maintained to create a safe enough emotional space (Intimacy 
Directors and Coordinators, n.d). Her classes resemble the warmup, enactment, closure structure 
of a drama therapy session and an attuned, caring presence reminiscent of a good therapist 
(Yalom, 2002). Male’s approach to teaching stage combat inspires my own approach to creating 
a therapeutic stage combat model.  
Therapeutic Stage Combat Model 
In this section I will outline what I believe a therapeutic stage combat model could look 
like based on the literature and my interview/survey findings. My model would have three 
phases. In phase one, we would focus on establishing group rapport and a trauma informed 
environment. Phase two would involve building stage combat skills and practicing techniques 
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both for unarmed and broadsword. Phase three would involve choreographing and rehearsing 
fights and culminate in a performance.  
Duration 
The SAFD requires at least thirty hours of training in order for an actor combatant to be 
able to test and certify in a given weapon (Society of American Fight Directors, 2014). In the DC 
area, classes are usually about three hours long and held once a week. Because of the therapeutic 
focus and additional goals of this group, I anticipate that the time required would be 
approximately twelve to fourteen weeks. 
Potential Populations 
 Based on the literature and the results of my study, I imagine that therapeutic stage 
combat would be beneficial for a variety of populations. A few that stand out as potentially 
benefitting are adolescents, veterans, trauma survivors, and women. Exploring roles in the 
dramatic reality, building communication skills and positive peer connections, and the 
collaborative physical practice could be therapeutic benefits for adolescents. Multiple studies 
have shown martial arts such as Tae Kwon Do to be psychosocially beneficial for adolescents 
and aid in reducing aggression (Tadesse, 2017; Lakes and Hoyt, 2004; Weisz et al., 2005; 
Twemlow and Sacco, 1998). Stage combat could serve as an even more robust container for 
adolescents’ emotional expression and regulation. Veterans have also benefitted from practicing 
martial arts such as Aikido, especially those with PTSD (Lukoff & Strozzi-Heckler, 2017). 
Again, stage combat closely resembles Aikido in that it is a somatic practice that utilizes 
partnering and emphasizes harmony over opposition. The DE-CRUIT program has shown that 
veterans are able to process combat related trauma from performing Shakespeare monologues 
and writing their own original pieces (Ali, et al., 2019). Perhaps safely combining the somatic 
STAGE COMBAT AS A TOOL IN DRAMA THERAPY                                     
 
32
experiences of the fighters in their monologues could further the trauma integration for veterans. 
Trauma survivors may benefit from the role expansion allowed by stage combat. Playing strong 
characters who win the fight could potentially help them experience themselves as capable and 
empowered (R. Stark, personal communication, March 19, 2021). IMPACT Boston holds trauma 
informed self-defense classes where participants learn de-escalation and self-defense techniques 
(Impact Boston, n.d.). Then instructors in padded suits act out an assault scenario that the 
participants respond to using their training. Participants, particularly assault and abuse survivors, 
often report that the experience is life changing in helping them regain a sense of power (Impact 
Boston, n.d.). While IMPACT Boston is using a self-defense model, they are still utilizing the 
dramatic reality in enacting the scenarios. Participants respond to the instructors as though they 
were attackers in the scenarios, which they attempt to make as realistic as possible. There is still 
mutual agreement in the liminal space, however and the instructor is wearing padding to protect 
them. Stage combat creates discrepancy in a different way but could also potentially be helpful in 
giving trauma survivors an opportunity to create a reversal in an assault scenario. Because of the 
embodiment in the dramatic reality, kinesthetic and sensory integration of the alternative ending 
could be powerful for assault survivors (Wood, 2019). Whitaker (2015) found that members of 
the all-female theatre company Babes With Blades grew tremendously in their role repertoire 
after becoming actor combatants. The women described feeling empowered by the physically 
demanding activity, by playing strong characters, and by embodying traditionally masculine 
qualities like aggression, power, and depravity.  
Three Phase Model  
 The first phase of the model would focus on creating group rapport and establishing a 
therapeutic relationship with the group. Consent culture and boundaries would be established 
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from the outset through the use of FRIES and the IDC pillars (J. Male, personal correspondence, 
October 6, 2020; Intimacy Directors and Coordinators, n.d.). A trauma-informed lens would be 
used throughout, creating an environment where choice making is encouraged, thoughtful 
language is used, and trauma’s impact on the body is respected during teaching and 
choreography (A. MacDonald, personal communication, April 25, 2021). Stark (personal 
communication, March 19, 2021) noted that as a trauma survivor and actor combatant, having 
instructors who understand the movement challenges posed by somatic PTSD was hugely 
impactful in helping her relax and learn. Grounding techniques would be introduced and 
practiced throughout the course of the group (A. MacDonald, personal communication, April 25, 
2021). Games and physical exercises like mirroring would be used to create playful engagement 
within the group and begin to establish nonverbal communication and connection to the body. 
Rituals of checks ins, warm-ups, enactments, and closure would be established, mirroring many 
drama therapy sessions (Emunah, 1996).  
 The second phase would move into learning stage combat technique. Unarmed 
techniques, such as falls, pushes, throws, noncontact hits, and weight sharing techniques would 
be taught first. Unarmed techniques do not involve weapons and are therefore not situated in a 
particular historical period. Unarmed techniques are less distanced because they feel 
contemporary and often involve close body to body contact. Depending on the needs of the 
group, more techniques than the ones mentioned above could be taught. Chokes and hair pulls 
would likely be avoided unless the group wanted to explore them. As Stark (personal 
communication, March 19, 2021) noted, somatic PTSD can sometimes manifest in somatic 
memory that clients are unaware of until they are in a particular physical position. This is 
something we would be mindful of as a group as we explored unarmed skills and choreography.  
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 Broadsword techniques would be taught after unarmed. Broadsword is a more distanced 
weapon because of its historical and fantasy/entertainment context in our society. Broadsword 
skills of footwork, cuts, thrusts, parries, and other blade control techniques would be introduced. 
Broadswords can be heavy and participants would need to build up their strength and control. 
There is also more risk involved with blade work. With this more advanced skill development, 
hopefully group members would increase their sense of self-efficacy and confidence, perhaps 
even associating themselves with warriors and heroes of our imagination.   
 Phase Three would focus on performance. We would utilize the common SAFD model of 
class choreography, where the whole group learns the same fight and dyads perform it within a 
selected scene. Classical text and broadsword would be used for these scenes. The content of the 
scenes and character assignments would be carefully considered. Empowering actors within the 
scenes and choreography would be prioritized. Rather than creating highly discrepant power 
dynamics where one character is victimized or defeated, we would work towards creating fights 
that felt satisfying and therapeutically beneficial for each actor (R. Stark, personal 
communication, March 19, 2021). In addition to the broadsword fight, each participant would 
share a personal fight they wanted to depict. These conflicts could be abstract, such as a literal 
battle with anxiety, depression, or addiction or fighting against a problematic role like the 
“doubter” or “perfectionist.” Participants could also choose to depict a fight against an individual 
if desired. The instructor/therapist would choreograph the fight and other group members would 
enact it to create distance from the story teller’s personal material. This approach follows DE-
CRUIT’s model wherein actors perform both a classical monologue and an original piece written 
by another group member (Ali et al., 2019). Alternatively, if it was more therapeutically 
beneficial to have participants enact their own fights, this could also be considered. The style of 
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the fights could be as discrepant as needed to accurately reflect the essence of the story teller’s 
experience. As in Playback Theatre, the storyteller would serve as director, helping to shape the 
fight and ensure that their story is accurately told and witnessed (Salas, 2009). Unarmed 
techniques or broadsword could be used for the personal fights. Per therapeutic theatre practice, 
the audience for the performance would consist of whoever the group agreed to invite. The 
performance would allow participants to have their skills, role expansion, and personal stories 
witnessed. The therapeutic performance allows participants to be seen in a new way (Emunah & 
Johnson, 1983; Bailey, 2009).  
Discussion 
I would not be the person I am today had I not discovered stage combat. Although I had 
taken self-defense classes as a child, I always felt self-conscious and ineffective. Within the play 
space of stage combat, I finally experienced a sense of power as I committed to the moves and 
story of my character. The container of dramatic reality allowed me to fully express aggression, 
anger, fear, and vulnerability. My relationship to my partner was collaborative rather than 
competitive and we succeeded in creating our story and illusion together. I still remember when 
my college instructor told me my stomach punches looked good. I had never thought of myself 
as a physical person, and stage combat gave me a connection to my body that I had never had. I 
felt capable as a performer and a mover for the first time. My role repertoire expanded as I 
gained confidence.  
Based on the results of my interviews and surveys, I am not alone in the transformative 
effect stage combat has had on my life. The responses from actor combatants, teachers, and 
choreographers from around the world support the notion that the drama therapy processes of 
stage combat are beneficial socially, emotionally, physically, and psychologically. The trust and 
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vulnerability required by partnering help actor combatants develop communication skills, 
empathy, and strong friendships. The physical connection to their bodies helps them feel 
grounded, strong, and capable. The container of the play space allows actors to freely express 
themselves through embodiment and feel held by the story and safety structures. Having an 
attuned, caring facilitator who adapts teaching and choreography to the needs of individuals 
further enhances the positive aspects of this training. While my survey and interviews captured 
the responses of those already in the fight community, my research shows stage combat would 
likely be helpful for those without a theatre background as well. My goal is to apply my 
proposed model with participants who are new to theatre and stage combat, conducting field 
research to determine whether it is effective.  
By creating a trauma-informed, safe enough therapeutic space and highlighting the drama 
therapy processes at work, a therapeutic stage combat model can further enhance the best parts of 
the SAFD’s training approach. Emotional safety can be valued as highly as physical safety. 
Participants can expand their roles through embodied engagement with others in the play space, 
telling stories of both vulnerability and strength. Emotions can be expressed and regulated within 
the container of safe technique and storytelling. Participants can change their stories, creating 
reversals and alternate experiences where they win the fight. In stage combat we can all be 
heroes and learn to fight for ourselves onstage and off.  
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Safety Techniques and Survey Questions  
Figure 1 
Audience view of a straight punch  
  
  
Note. The audience perceives the illusion of the fist making contact with the face. The golden 
thread is cut when the fist passes the face, letting the audience perceive the hit. Reprinted from 
The Art of Unarmed Stage Combat (p. 180), by R. Najarian, 2016, Focal Press. Copyright 2016 





STAGE COMBAT AS A TOOL IN DRAMA THERAPY                                     
 
41
Figure 2  
Side view of a straight punch.  
 
 
Note. This angle shows the safety measures of distance between partners and the controlled trajectory of 
the fist. The aggressor sends the fist parallel to the receiver’s body rather than towards the face as the 
illusion suggests. If this angle was presented to the audience, the golden thread would not be cut and the 
illusion would fail. Reprinted from The Art of Unarmed Stage Combat (p. 181), by R. Najarian, 2016, 








Survey Questions  
1. How long have you been practicing stage combat and in what capacity (performer, teacher, 
choreographer, etc.)? 
2. What weapons have you trained in? 
3. What organizations are you affiliated with (SAFD, FDC, IOSP, etc.)? 
4. How has the social aspect of practicing stage combat, particularly partnering, impacted 
you? 
5. How has learning and practicing the physical skills needed for stage combat affected you? 
6. How has the experience of acting a fight (giving and receiving physical aggression, 
playing 
anger, fear, pain, victory, etc.) affected you? 
7. What approaches have instructors/choreographers used to maintain both physical and 
emotional safety during training? How have those practices affected your experience? 
8. Is there anything else you would like to share about your stage combat training or 
performance experiences? 
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